RNA tumor virus in human thymomas and thymus hyperplasias.
Human thymomas and thymus hyperplasias were examined for retroviruses. Most of these patients were complicated by systemic immunological diseases such as myasthenia gravis and pure red cell aplasia. The thymus cells were co-cultured with allogenic B cells or peripheral blood lymphocytes (PBL) pretreated with mitomycin C. Retrovirus-like particles were demonstrated in cultured thymus cells in all cases of thymomas and thymus hyperplasias examined by electron microscopy. In most cases, these particles were detected in thymus epithelial cells. Reverse transcriptase activity sedimenting at a density of 1.15-1.17 gm/cm3 in sucrose density gradients was eluted in the culture fluids. Retrovirus-like particles were demonstrated in human T cells infected with these particles. Antibodies to virus-infected T cells were detected in sera of the patients with thymoma and thymus hyperplasia. These results suggest that in thymomas and thymus hyperplasias, retroviruses that can be induced, following a proliferative stimulus, may be involved in the genesis of thymic disorders and in the pathogenesis of systemic immunological diseases.